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L E T T E R TO TH E ED I TOR

Increased incidence of COVID‐19 in younger patients
(May–July 2021)—An argument for extending vaccination?

To the Editor,

The decision on whether or not to vaccinate young children against

coronavirus disease 2019 (COVID‐19) is causing significant con-

troversy in the UK. Ladhani1 outlines the pros and cons of vaccinating

school children, and we agree that it is not an easy decision. How-

ever, with a potentially difficult winter ahead, including the backlog of

non‐COVID‐19 medical cases to care for and the return of seasonal

respiratory viruses in the absence of COVID‐19 restrictions,2 ex-

panding vaccine coverage for both influenza and COVID‐19, would

seem prudent. Another aspect that needs to be considered is the

impact that increased numbers of sick children (even if not requiring

hospitalization) will have on working parents, who will need to take

time off work to care for them.

Although the COVID‐19 vaccine rollout in the UK has been a

remarkable success, the last phase of the severe acute respiratory

syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS‐CoV‐2) versus vaccine race is being

hampered by a reduced vaccine uptake in the younger population

(18–30 years old). This is likely due to individual risk‐benefit self‐

assessment, based on some widely publicized data,3 which estimates

much lower risks of COVID‐19 complications in the young. Yet, the

inadvertent impact of this data sharing has been to reduce the ur-

gency of COVID‐19 vaccination in these younger populations.

Unfortunately, what these low vaccine update figures do not

show is the potential impact on the older adult contacts of these

potentially delta variant‐infected younger populations (e.g., parents,

grandparents, teachers), where the delta variant has effectively bro-

ken through fully vaccinated individuals, some of whom need

hospitalization.4,5

The increasing numbers of hospitalized cases infected with the

delta variant are likely partly due to some degree of the waning of

vaccine immunity over time.6,7 Not only this, a recent US study has

suggested that delta variant SARS‐COV‐2 viral loads are similar be-

tween newly diagnosed COVID‐19 cases that have been vaccinated

(mainly with the messenger RNA vaccines) and the unvaccinated,8

indicating that even fully vaccinated adults can potentially still

transmit the virus to unvaccinated children.

Local data (Table and Figure 1), during May–July 2021, con-

firm this UK trend of a higher incidence of hospitalized COVID‐19

cases in the younger population, in whom vaccine coverage is gen-

erally lower.

Table 1 shows increasing numbers of COVID‐19 cases present-

ing to hospital—now mostly due to the delta variant9—in the younger

groups, but also in the more vulnerable older adult and elderly po-

pulations. Yet, although the absolute numbers of COVID‐19 cases are

rising in these populations, COVID‐19 cases are rising at similar rates

across all the age groups, so the overall proportion of COVID‐19

cases across these different age groups remains more or less con-

stant during this period (Figure 1). So despite the UK COVID‐19

vaccination success, the young adults (19–50 years) still constitute

the highest proportion (45%–50%) of all COVID‐19 cases in this

hospitalized patient population.

These ongoing infection rates will allow the delta variant to seed

itself across more of the UK population, leading to the more wide-

spread viral transmission when schools reopen in September. If

breakthrough infections with the delta variant produce similar viral
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F IGURE 1 Proportions by age of severe acute respiratory
syndrome coronavirus 2 polymerase chain reaction‐positive patients
presenting or admitted to University Hospitals of Leicester May–July
2021. Preschool: 4 years old and under; primary school 5–11 years;
secondary school 12–18 years; young adult 19–50 years; older adult
51–75 years; and elderly 76 years and older



loads in both the vaccinated and the unvaccinated,8 an increase in

COVID‐19 cases and hospitalizations is inevitable, in the UK popu-

lation, going into the autumn and winter months.

The recent decision by the UK's Joint Committee on Vaccination

and Immunisation (JCVI) to allow the COVID‐19 vaccination (with the

Pfizer vaccine) only in 16–17 years old will help to reduce the overall

pool of susceptible hosts to the virus.10 Yet, this still leaves a large

number of school children (aged 15 years and younger) that can still

be infected with the virus and transmit it onwards—as was seen

earlier, in another large UK city (Bristol).11

The UK JCVI's reluctance to approve COVID‐19 vaccinations

for younger children is in notable contrast to other developed

countries, such as the USA, Canada, France, Italy, Spain, Switzer-

land, and The Netherlands, which have already been offering

COVID‐19 vaccines to 12–15 year old for several months ahead of

the school year—with some, like The Netherlands, not even requir-

ing parental consent.12

This hesitation is somewhat surprising, given the UK's previous

“pioneering” decisions to offer just one vaccine dose initially, with

variable intervals between first and second vaccine doses—as well as

the ongoing school influenza immunization program in the UK

(https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/

system/uploads/attachment_data/file/1011774/Withdrawn_

Annual_national_childhood_flu_programme_2020_21_v2.pdf).

It will be interesting to compare and contrast the spread of the

virus in the UK with these other countries, when schools reopen in

September.
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